INTERVIEW WITH GALWAY KINNELL conducted by Bette Tomlinson
Missoula, Montana April, 1992 BT: I rem em ber heanng you deliver the welcoming address at the Squaw Valley C om m unity of W riters in 1987. You said to all of us then: "W hile you are here, 1 w ant you to aspire to greatness." W hat do you m ean by greatness?
GK: Som ething th at's alive and has truth in it and gets more of w hat and w ho you are out onto the page.
BT: How do you view the language poets' experim entation with w hat and who they are?
GK: I think that it's interesting to them. It's not interesting to me. I don't write poetry of that kind, nor read m uch theoretical decon-structionist criticism. I think, in principle, that it's good that po etry continue to have offshoots and developments. But I expect that poetry will always have a core and that core will be that in which a person simply tells what it is for the author to be here.
BT: Doesn't the telling of that core expenence always have some political orientation?
GK: 1 want to try to understand expenence a little, not just pres ent it. See into it and perhaps illuminate it a bit. 1 suppose that that could be seen as teaching, but I see it more as discovering.
The writer is in a different position than the reader. BT: So, the graceful simplicity of your lyrical style derives from a desire for the real things of the real earth. That's probably a good motivation for people to turn back to rhythm and meter. I would never do so myself. I would try to make my own free verse more solid. Rather than think that form lessness was intnnsic to free verse, I would try to make a free verse that doesn't arouse the anxiety that poetry is in a headlong slide to prose.
BT: How would you characterize what is alternately labeled a renaissance of poetry in this country and an irrelevant form?
GK: There is a large audience for poetry in this country, com pared to what there was when I started writing. It is a very small percentage however, in comparison to the nineteenth-century, when Longfellow was a bestseller. But the audience for poetry now is a much more knowledgeable and interesting audience. The nineteenth-century audience wanted sentimental, wishful think ing and neither Dickinson nor W hitman could make a dent in that world. Our two greatest poets were completely ignored. It's no loss to lose that audience, really, because it allows another kind of audience to develop-which has happened. Probably half of today's audience is made up of people who write poetry them selves and I think that's good. I think this ferment, this thick and overlapping network of people who write throughout our coun try is a very healthy one. I don't think that there is any other coun try in the world that has poetry readings on the scale and of the frequency that we have. On any given night in the United States, it is almost certain that there are more people listening to poetry at readings all over the country than are listening in the rest of the world, combined. Our society is so filled with things that claim our attention, like sports, or television programs, or political de-bates, or any of the things that fill p eo p le's evenings-really, the last th in g that people do, because it's the hardest, is to sit dow n and read poetry. W h en you go to a basketball gam e, you d o n 't give anything of yourself-you get. W h en you tu rn on the tele vision set, you sit back on the couch and you ju st receive. W ith poetry, you not only have to say the w ords, you have to put your life and your feelings into those w ords and to u n d erstan d them .
It's no easy thing to read a poem . It's no w o n d er that poetry is a m inority art and will always be-th a t's how it has always been.
W e're at an exciting tim e-the whole of poetry7 has changed in the last generation. All sorts of things that we thought were taboo, that
were th o u g h t u n w o rth y of poetry, that were th o u g h t too sh am e ful to be w n tte n about, have now becom e the subjects of poetry.
In a sense, you could say that poetry is ju st in its infancy, because we have just begun to realize that there are whole w orlds out there that have never been articu la ted in poem s. It's a very exciting time.
